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Abstract 
This mixed methods study explores the implementation of Music Life Skills in 
Schools for Specific Purposes (SSPs) in New South Wales, focusing on the 
perceptions of educators and their programming methods, in order to determine the 
suitability of this program for students with intellectual disabilities and/or 
developmental disorders. Case studies of two schools were conducted. Participants 
were students with special needs and their classroom teacher. In these settings, data 
were collected through semi-structured interviews with teachers and observations of 
music lessons. Additional questionnaire data were collected from educators at a 
selection of SSPs. Data were analysed through open and axial coding. Three common 
themes emerged from the data: experience and perceptions of educators; 
programming and teaching strategies; and student responsiveness. The findings of this 
study contribute to the limited body of research in regard to Music Life Skills and 
programs available for students with disabilities in Australia. Recommendations are 
made for further study, including implementation of Music Life Skills in other 
contexts, such as the inclusive setting.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
“It is necessary to continue focusing on the needs, interests and abilities of each 
student when planning a program for secondary schooling” (Board of Studies, 2003, 
p. 6). Access to education for all students is essential, and for those with intellectual 
disabilities and/or developmental disorders, education is necessary for personal 
growth and cognitive development (Ashman & Elkins, 2005). Depending on the 
severity of their disability and at the discretion of parents or carers, students are 
placed in a school which caters for their needs, by providing a program of study 
which “meets the particular needs, goals and priorities” of the student (Board of 
Studies, 2003, p. 40).  
 
In 1999, Music Life Skills (MLS) was introduced in NSW, to provide an opportunity 
for senior secondary students with disabilities to finish their schooling (Board of 
Studies, 1999). It was further developed for junior secondary years, as a component 
of the Music Years 7-10 Syllabus, allowing students to continue their learning from 
one phase of secondary schooling to the next (Board of Studies, 2003, 2009a). 
According to the BOS (1999), by giving teachers a structure to follow they can 
“foster the intellectual, social and moral development of students” (p. 5) and prepare 
them for their future as active citizens and for potential employment.  
 
Within these programs, teachers are provided with a variety of outcomes, guidelines, 
standards and suggestions for content, which they can adapt for each student 
depending on the severity of their disability and individual needs.  These programs 
can therefore be implemented in a variety of contexts, including the inclusive or 
segregated classrooms (Foreman, 2008; Jellison, 2006). Segregated contexts, such as 
Schools for Specific Purposes (SSPs) and support units in regular schools, provide a 
nurturing environment for students with moderate to severe disabilities and 
developmental disorders, where they can fulfill the outcomes of programs such as 
MLS with a greater amount of support and assistance from their teacher (NSW 
Department of Education and Training, 2009). 
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The National Review of School Music Education recognised that all students should 
have access to music education, including those students with special needs (Pascoe 
et al., 2005). It is essential to create and successfully implement a music education 
program suitable for students with disabilities. Music education is one of the many 
options provided to students in both inclusive and segregated settings, and includes 
content which benefits not only each student’s musical ability, but also assists in 
developing various behaviours, cognitive abilities and communication, as suggested by 
research in music education and music therapy (Bunt, 2006; Delaney, 2000; 
Nevalainen, 2002; Schellenberg, 2005). The Life Skills component of the syllabus for 
senior secondary students not only incorporates music education, which could be 
defined as “focusing primarily on music related goals” (Adamek & Darrow, 2008, pp. 
102-103), such as performing, composing and analysing music, but also music 
therapy, which allows students to achieve non-musical goals and develop as 
individuals.  
 
Focus of the Study 
This study explores how MLS is implemented in SSPs, with a focus on teachers’ 
perceptions and their choice to include particular content and achieve specific 
outcomes. Teacher familiarity has also been discussed to address the research 
problems identified. In many cases modified outcomes and content may be needed 
for one or more students. However, if the educator is unfamiliar with MLS, they may 
not be willing to implement it or may have difficulty creating an appropriate student-
centred program. Research has expressed these concerns of music educators who are 
required to work with students with special needs (Adamek & Darrow, 2008; 
Darrow, 1999; Scott, Jellison, Chappell, & Standridge, 2007). Additionally, this 
study examines student responsiveness during lessons that are programmed 
according to the MLS content and outcomes. 
 
Previous research has shown the benefits of music education for students, 
particularly with intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders (Delaney, 
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2000; Donnell, 2007; Kim, Wigram, & Gold, 2008). However, these studies tend to 
focus primarily on music therapy and are less inclined to assess the implementation 
of a music education program, particularly in NSW after the introduction of MLS. 
This study concentrates on the implementation of one specific music program in 
NSW, Life Skills, which can be used for students with a range of disabilities. 
 
This mixed methods study explores the implementation of MLS at two SSPs that 
cater for students with intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders. 
Observations and interviews at these schools were used to determine the experience 
and perceptions of educators, student responsiveness and implementation of MLS, 
including the means of achieving a selection of outcomes. Additionally, 
questionnaires were sent to a selection of SSPs from across NSW, to obtain further 
data in regard to educators’ perspectives on programming. The aim of this study is to 
ensure that all educators are more familiar with programming and therefore more 
willing to offer it to students who may require it in their class, either in an inclusive 
or segregated setting.  
 
Research Questions 
The central question for this study is quite broad, while the subquestions address 
more specific areas that arise when researching the implementation of a particular 
program. 
Central question: 
How is Music Life Skills implemented? 
Subquestions: 
How does previous experience in music and special education affect educators’ 
perceptions of Music Life Skills? 
What teaching strategies do educators use to achieve the Music Life Skills 
outcomes? 
How do students with intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders 
respond to the Music Life Skills content? 
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To answer these questions, both video recordings and field notes collected from 
observations of the two case study schools implementing MLS were used. 
Additionally, transcribed data from audio recorded interviews with the class teachers 
at the two case study schools were used alongside questionnaire responses from 
educators at a selection of SSPs across NSW. Exploring the implementation of a 
music education program designed for those with disabilities will allow educators to 
become familiar with the program’s content and how to best cater for their students’ 
needs (Board of Studies, 2003, p. 13). 
 
Significance of the Study 
This study seeks to provide educators in NSW with a greater understanding of the 
MLS content and outcomes, which they can access for students with a range of 
disabilities who may not be able to fulfil the requirements of the regular syllabus. As 
music is beneficial to those with disabilities, this study discusses the means of 
creating a music program suitable for students with intellectual disabilities and/or 
developmental disorders, so that special education teachers who are not trained in 
music and music educators who are not trained in special education, have access to 
information regarding programming and how to go about selecting outcomes for 
their students to achieve. 
 
Minimal research discussing the implementation of music education programs in 
SSPs has been undertaken in comparison with research focusing on music therapy 
and its benefits. There is no evidence of research that has been conducted specifically 
in regard to MLS in music education contexts, therefore providing educators who 
program using MLS, or those who would like to use it, with limited knowledge 
regarding its effectiveness with particular students or within specific settings. 
Suggestions for further research in regard to MLS and curricula for students with 
disabilities will also be addressed.  
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As Life Skills was introduced relatively recently into the Music 7-10 Syllabus in 
2003 (and the original 1999 program for senior secondary students was amended in 
2009), it is a particularly relevant time to obtain feedback from those who have, or 
are currently using MLS, so that educators who use the program in the future are 
aware of the suitability of its content and outcomes for students (Board of Studies, 
1999, 2003, 2009a). Further developments to MLS could also be made from 
recommendations presented, which will benefit not only the teachers, but also the 
students. It is hoped that the results from this study will provide those involved in 
special education with a greater understanding of the content available and how to 
implement it.  
 
Definition of Terms 
Developmental disorder:   
Any severe and chronic condition, attributable to a mental or physical impairment 
evident before age 22, which results in limitations in life activities such as learning, 
mobility, self-care and expressive language, such as Autism (Batshaw, Pellegrino, & 
Roizen, 2007). 
 
Intellectual disability:  
Limitation in intelligence and some problems in functional behaviour. Also referred 
to as ‘learning disabilities’ (Foreman, 2008). 
 
Life Skills:  
A program introduced into the NSW Board of Studies (BOS) curriculum in 2003, in 
the Music Years 7-10 Syllabus, in accordance with the K–10 Curriculum 
Framework. This followed the introduction of the Music component (Module 3) of 
the Stage 6 Creative Arts Life Skills Syllabus in 1999, which was amended in 2007 
and later in 2009. Teachers are able to access the Life Skills modified content and 
outcomes to develop a relevant and meaningful program for the student if they feel 
that the content of the Music Years 7-10 Syllabus is not appropriate. 
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Music education:  
Education focusing on music-related goals such as learning to sing, perform, 
compose and analyse music.  (Adamek & Darrow, 2008). 
 
Music therapy:  
The use of music to achieve non-music goals and to address students’ development 
in cognitive, behavioural, physical, emotional, social, and communication domains. 
(Adamek & Darrow, 2008). 
 
Schools for Specific Purposes (SSPs):  
Schools from pre-school to Year 12, that provide a specialised educational setting in 
which learning support plans are collaboratively developed, implemented and 
monitored. (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2009). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Students with disabilities should always have access to a music education program 
that is relevant and suited to their needs (Adamek & Darrow, 2008; Board of Studies, 
2003; Pascoe et al., 2005). The MLS content and outcomes provide educators in 
NSW with an opportunity to create a varied program for students with intellectual 
disabilities and/or developmental disabilities. While Stage 6 MLS has evolved since 
its introduction in 1999, the awareness of MLS among educators and their 
willingness to implement it is unclear (Board of Studies, 1999).  
 
The purpose of this review is to first discuss special education, including its presence 
in Australia and the educational settings where it is currently offered (Elkins, 2005; 
Foreman, 2008; Jellison, 2006). Music and its place in special education will also be 
discussed, particularly focusing on the roles of music education and music therapy 
(Ockelford, 2008). This review will define Life Skills, discuss the development of its 
content and explore the available resources and documentation, as provided by the 
BOS (1999, 2003, 2006, 2007, 2009). Finally, special education music curricula 
developed and implemented in other countries will be examined to provide a 
comparison to MLS and emphasise the need for student-centred programming 
(Adamek & Darrow, 2008; Jacquiss & Paterson, 2005). 
 
Special Education  
“Students with disabilities have developmental needs that must be addressed by 
schools and school systems working in partnerships with parents” (Elkins, 2005, p. 
39). Due to a significant change to the special education system in Australia during 
the last 30 years, parents are provided with educational options for their children 
with disabilities that were not available prior to the 1980s in NSW. Inclusion has 
become increasingly popular for students with mild disabilities. Foreman (2008) 
discusses the concept of inclusion as one that extends beyond the school environment 
or education, and into society itself. Inclusion is used to describe “the education of 
students with disabilities in general educational settings” (Foreman, 2008, p. 14), 
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where a majority of their learning occurs in the general classroom while other special 
services are available (Foreman, 2008; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2007).  
 
Inclusion, as a movement and philosophy, is a subject of extensive debate due to the 
implications for educators regarding the process of including students, as discussed 
by Foreman (2008). Inclusive education provides opportunities for students as well 
as a sense of community, which are arguably greater than if students attend SSPs. 
However, music educators have expressed concerns about their ability to teach 
students with special needs and particularly those with moderate and severe 
intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders within inclusive settings 
(Adamek & Darrow, 2008; Darrow, 1999; Delaney, 2000; Scott et al., 2007; 
VanWeelden & Whipple, 2007; Wilson & McCrary, 1996). 
 
Much of the MLS support documentation, provided by the BOS, is relevant to 
students with mild intellectual disabilities who can learn within the inclusive 
classroom (Board of Studies, 2004, 2006, 2007b). The Stage 6 Case Studies 
document only suggests implementing MLS in SSPs for one student with significant 
physical and intellectual disabilities, while the remaining four case studies are 
students who learn within the inclusive classroom (Board of Studies, 2007b). MLS, 
according to BOS syllabus documents (2003, 2009a), can be implemented in either 
an inclusive or segregated school.  
 
Research regarding the implementation of music education programs in segregated 
schools, which cater for students with more severe disabilities, has not been explored 
due to the increasing notion of inclusion. Therefore, this study focused on the 
implementation of MLS in these segregated schools, also referred to as SSPs in 
NSW. As more schools begin to offer places for students with disabilities, principals 
of SSPs are enrolling students with more severe disabilities, who may have 
previously been excluded from school (Elkins, 2005).  
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Students with moderate to severe intellectual disabilities, and particularly 
developmental disorders, are potentially unable to participate if placed in a regular 
classroom as part of inclusion. This is due to the discrepancy between teaching 
strategies, such as complex vocal instructions, and the way students with a range of 
disabilities learn (Carnahan, Musti-Rao, & Bailey, 2009). Segregated schooling, 
including support units and SSPs, allow these students to engage in learning with 
teaching methods devised to suit the individual, usually in small group situations. By 
segregating a student, depending on the severity of their disability, their 
communication skills and academic skills can be improved in a supportive 
environment, which assists not only the student, but also the teacher when creating 
meaningful programs (Trevarthen, Aitken, Papoudi, & Robarts, 1996).  
 
Music in Special Education 
The presence of music in the education of a child or young adult with an intellectual 
disability or developmental disorder, such as Autism Spectrum Disorder, has been 
suggested by research to be vital in their development (Accordino, Comer, & Heller, 
2007; Boso, Emanuele, Minazzi, Abbamonte, & Politi, 2007; Bunt, 2006; Farnan, 
2007; Nevalainen, 2002). Adamek and Darrow (2008) discuss the two distinct 
disciplines involved in music, in relation to special education, as music education, 
which involves learning music-related goals such as composing and performing, and 
music therapy, which can be used to address and develop students’ cognitive ability, 
behaviours and communication. Ockelford (2008) further divides the discipline of 
music therapy into “clinical music therapy, which is concerned with the needs of 
clients that pertain to basic functioning and survival” (p. 41), and educational music 
therapy, which has a focus on aspects such as personal and interpersonal learning, in 
addition to subconscious learning through music.   
 
Music education is often confused with music therapy when discussing special 
education (Booth, 2004). There is a considerable overlap between the two disciplines 
of music in special education, which calls for the implementation of programs that 
allow educators to access the content of both disciplines, and therefore view 
collaboration between the music therapist and music educator as something essential 
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to maximise student development and learning (Adamek & Darrow, 2008; 
Ockelford, 2008). Interestingly, the only evidence of prior research on MLS was 
conducted with the aim of creating a music therapy assessment tool, using some of 
the outcomes from MLS and other BOS documents (Langan, 2009). The benefits of 
both music education and music therapy are accessed by educators using MLS, 
which suggests that other aspects of school and community life be implemented into 
the program to fulfil the outcomes (Board of Studies, 2003, 2009a).  
 
Music Life Skills 
The Life Skills content and outcomes were introduced into the NSW BOS 
curriculum in 2003 in the Music Years 7-10 Syllabus, in accordance with the K–10 
Curriculum Framework (Board of Studies, 2003). This followed the introduction of 
the Stage 6: Special Program of Study: Creative Arts Life Skills Course Syllabus in 
1999, which was amended in 2007 and again in 2009 when it was released as the 
Music component (Module 3) of the Stage 6 Creative Arts Life Skills Syllabus, in 
preparation for 2010 (Board of Studies, 1999, 2007c, 2009a). Teachers are able to 
access the Life Skills content and outcomes to develop a relevant and meaningful 
program for the student if they feel that the content of the regular syllabus is not 
appropriate.  
 
Within ‘Section 8’ of the Music Years 7-10 Syllabus, the Life Skills content is 
outlined and involves performing, composing and listening, similar to the regular 
syllabus (Board of Studies, 2003). The format of the Life Skills component of the 
syllabus is similar to the regular component, although fewer objectives are often 
listed to enable educators to devise more specific objectives for individual students, 
which can be completed with or without assistance. Limited examples of how to 
implement the chosen content and achieve each of the ten outcomes are provided as 
suggestions. To allow educators to create a meaningful program, “schools may 
integrate Music Life Skills outcomes and content across a variety of school and 
community contexts” (Board of Studies, 2003, p. 40), which can include other 
musical experiences such as music therapy. 
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The music component (Module 3) of the Stage 6 Creative Arts Life Skills Syllabus 
consists of content that follows on from the Music Years 7-10 Syllabus, therefore 
containing outcomes that are noticeably similar, although reworded to cater for a 
wider range of students (Board of Studies, 1999, 2003). An example of an outcome 
suitable for a student with an intellectual disability and/or developmental disorder 
would be “Outcome LS.4: A student experiments in making musical sounds”, where 
“Students learn to: experiment with voice to produce musical sounds, eg. whisper, 
talk, sing, whistle, hum”  (Board of Studies, 2003, p. 43).  
 
Educators have access to a select range of documentation and resources for the Life 
Skills courses. These include a Profile of Student Achievement for the Stage 6 course 
(Board of Studies, 2009b), Stage 6 Case Studies which focus on students with mild 
intellectual disabilities (Board of Studies, 2007b) and section 7 of the Assessment 
Certification and Examination Manual, which summarises the requirements and 
discusses the need for collaborative curriculum planning in Stage 6 (Board of 
Studies, 2006).  
 
Documentation specific to MLS is the Life Skills Years 7-10: Advice on planning, 
programming and assessment (Board of Studies, 2007a). Although this document 
makes reference to other support documents for students with mild disabilities 
(Board of Studies, 2004), it contains a detailed program grid on the topic of 
Australian Music, which can be modified to suit students in a variety of settings 
(Board of Studies, 2007a, pp. 182-189). This grid is particularly relevant to this study 
and gives one educator’s perspective of programming for MLS. Further research into 
programming for MLS would provide educators with a greater understanding of how 
to appropriately plan for their class or individual students, while still achieving the 
chosen music education outcomes.  
 
Curricula for Students with Disabilities  
“The dominant form of curriculum is devised by education authorities with reference 
to the age of students (or the number of years they have attended school), often with 
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no regard to the diversity of student achievements” (Elkins, 2005, p. 53). However, 
as student diversity in the classroom increases, special education curricula provide 
broader guidelines for educators to create student-centred programs. Elkins (2005) 
also discussed the importance of the Individual Education Plan (IEP) as a 
competency-based approach, devised by special education and is used for students 
with disabilities to achieve appropriate goals for their level of understanding, in line 
with mainstream curricula that may not be suited to their needs and ability. 
 
Examples of music curricula implemented outside Australia includes the National 
Curriculum for Music and the National Standards of Music Education, used in the 
United Kingdom and the United States respectively (Adamek & Darrow, 2008; 
Jacquiss & Paterson, 2005; Ockelford, 2008; Perry, 1995). Ockelford (2008) 
conducted research in the United Kingdom on the ‘Provision of Music in Special 
Education’ (PROMISE), for students with severe and profound multiple learning 
difficulties, to identify areas of concern, learn about the availability of resources, 
gain insights into teacher expertise and look at other aspects of the curriculum. 
Results indicated that some educators felt that the curriculum was not detailed 
enough to enable effective teaching of students with intellectual disabilities, while 
others believed that music education was not seen to be as important as literacy and 
numeracy, and therefore educators were not provided with as many resources 
(Ockelford, 2008). This research also notes the use of performing, composing and 
improvising as effective musical techniques for participation and learning by 
students with complex needs.  
 
Jacquiss and Paterson (2005) provide suggestions and planning advice for teachers in 
the inclusive classroom who are required to teach music to one or more students with 
a range of disabilities in their class. The United Kingdom’s National Curriculum for 
Music employs a range of levels and outlines how to implement these for students 
with special education needs, particularly those with severe learning difficulties 
(Jacquiss & Paterson, 2005).  
 
13 
Furthermore, Adamek and Darrow (2008) discuss effective implementation strategies 
for the United States’ National Standards of Music Education for students with mild 
intellectual disabilities in the inclusive setting. However, the need for music 
education classes in segregated settings for those with moderate or severe disabilities 
is also recommended and ideas for collaborative programming alongside music 
therapists are provided (Adamek & Darrow, 2008, pp. 102-103). Additionally, 
Delaney (2000), completed research at a time when Stage 6 MLS had only just been 
introduced, therefore providing details on a range of music education and music 
therapy programs available in NSW other than MLS. 
 
Conclusion 
Music in special education is beneficial for students with intellectual disabilities 
and/or developmental disorders. The division of effective and meaningful music 
programs results in students developing skills and achieving both musical goals, such 
as composing, performing and listening, and non-music related goals, including the 
development of their cognitive abilities and communication skills (Adamek & 
Darrow, 2008). To enable a greater understanding of implementation of MLS by 
educators, research discussing the programming of the content and achievement of 
outcomes would be valuable for both educators and students. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
A mixed methods approach was adopted for this study to explore the implementation 
of MLS in SSPs. This study predominantly employed qualitative methods, which 
emphasises the validity of multiple meaning structure and holistic analysis (Burns, 
2000; Denscombe, 2007). Qualitative research enables the researcher to have interest 
in the uniqueness of an individual case, the variety of perceptions of the case and 
understand events from the viewpoints of the participants (Bresler, 1992). This study 
has an ethnographic focus, where observations were made in the chosen settings and 
field notes recorded (Burns, 2000; Grills, 1998). Additionally, interviews were 
conducted and a questionnaire was sent to a wider sample of participants to provide 
perspectives on MLS and its implementation, using open-ended and scaled responses 
(Burns, 2000; Creswell, 2009). Ethics approval was received prior to commencing 
this study (see Appendices D, E and H to M for documents). 
 
Methodological Design 
The methodological design of this study foremost involved a dual case study. The 
dual case study seeks to discover the processes and methods of implementation 
within each case individually, rather than draw comparisons or focus on a result 
(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000). The selected settings that were involved in the 
case study research were valuable in their own right as a unique case, although these 
settings also assisted in establishing generalisations about the wider population to 
which the case belongs (Burns, 2000).  
 
Case Study Description 
Non-probability sampling was used to identify potential participants for observation 
and interviews in the case study (Burns, 2000). Burns (2000) also notes that “crucial 
to any successful case study of a group is the definition of the group which separates 
it in some way from the general population” (p. 462). This was achieved by selecting 
participants through purposive sampling that have characteristics that best establish 
their group definition.  
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The two case studies selected, Northcrest Special School and Brunswick Road 
Special School1, represent the group definition as initially formed by the researcher. 
The schools were required to be located in NSW, consisting of secondary education 
(Years 7 to 12), either as part of a larger school that also incorporates primary 
education or only secondary education. Schools selected were also DET, systemic 
Catholic or independent SSPs that cater for students with intellectual disabilities 
and/or developmental disorders. Finally and most importantly, the school needed an 
established music program and pre-existing music classes, which implement MLS 
for one or more students. It is essential to note that the purpose of this study was not 
to influence the implementation of MLS, therefore it was necessary that the observed 
classes were pre-existing.  
 
Within each school, one class was selected and four lessons observed to explore the 
methods of implementation of MLS, as used by the classroom teacher or specialist 
music educator. In both cases, the educator responsible for teaching MLS was the 
classroom teacher (refer to Table 1 and Table 2 for class and participant details). 
Both teachers were willing to have their methods of implementation observed, in 
addition to discussing aspects of MLS and their programming during a semi-
structured interview. 
 
Data Collection Methods 
Several data collection methods were used to explore the implementation of MLS in 
SSPs. Questionnaires were sent to a range of SSPs that cater for students with 
intellectual and/or developmental disorders, while observations and interviews 
occurred at the two case study schools. The observation of music classes and 
interviews with teachers also provided data specific to that particular setting.  
 
 
                                                
1 To ensure anonymity of all participants and schools, pseudonyms have been used. 
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Table 1: Marie’s class, Northcrest Special School 
 
Table 2: Cynthia’s class, Brunswick Road Special School 
Student Age Syllabus / 
Program 
Intellectual 
Disability 
Developmental Disorder Verbal 
Ability 
Bradley 
 
12 
 
K-6: 
Stage 3 
Severe 
 
-Global Developmental 
Delay 
Verbal 
Jessica 12 K-6: 
Stage 3 
Severe 
 
-Global Developmental 
Delay 
Verbal 
Max 12 
 
K-6: 
Stage 3 
Severe 
 
-Autism Spectrum Disorder 
-Language/Speech Delay 
Non-verbal 
Lachlan 
 
12 
 
LS 7-10: 
Stage 4 
Severe 
 
-Down Syndrome 
-Cerebral Palsy 
Some verbal 
ability 
Nadia 
 
13 
 
LS 7-10: 
Stage 4 
Moderate 
 
-Global Developmental 
Delay 
-Language/Speech Issues 
Verbal 
Lisa 
 
13 
 
LS 7-10: 
Stage 4 
Moderate 
 
-Autism Spectrum Disorder Verbal 
Alex 14 LS 7-10: 
Stage 4 
Severe -Down Syndrome 
-Autism Spectrum Disorder 
Verbal 
Student Age Syllabus / 
Program 
Intellectual 
Disability 
Developmental Disorder Verbal 
Ability 
Belinda 
 
12 
 
K-6: 
Stage 3 
Severe -Angelman Syndrome Non-verbal 
Nick 
 
14 
 
MLS 7-10: 
Stage 5 
Severe -Autism Spectrum Disorder 
-Significant Global    
Developmental Delay 
Non-verbal 
Ben 
 
15 
 
MLS 7-10: 
Stage 5 
Severe -Cerebral Palsy 
 
Some verbal 
ability 
Christopher 
 
17 
 
MLS 11-12: 
Stage 6 
Severe -Angelman Syndrome 
 
Non-verbal 
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Questionnaires 
Questionnaires are one of the most common forms of data collection, and in this 
study they provided the researcher with an overview of the implementation of MLS 
by educators, in reference to the research questions (Cohen et al., 2000). The 
questionnaire formed the initial method of data collection in this study and was 
completed by educators anonymously and at a time that is suitable for them, between 
the period of February 26th to March 31st 2010 (Burns, 2000). A selection of 15 
open-ended questions, in addition to scaled responses using a Likert scale, were used 
to gather data (Burns, 2000). Participants were not required to complete all questions, 
although the variety of response styles enabled participants to select which questions 
they answered, based on their experience and willingness to openly discuss their 
ideas (Burns, 2000; Cohen et al., 2000).  
 
A list of 64 schools was produced, through accessing the DET School Locator 
website and Catholic systemic schools website, and additionally through contacting 
the Association of Independent Schools of NSW (AIS). These schools were chosen 
based on the group definition used for the case study schools, although a music 
program did not need to be currently in place for schools to be contacted. No 
Catholic systemic schools fulfilled this group definition. Questionnaires were 
distributed to educators at a total of 41 NSW DET and 7 NSW Independent schools, 
after the researcher communicated in late February 2010 with relevant staff, 
(including classroom teachers, music therapists and principals) at each school via 
telephone. The remaining 16 schools of the initial 64 that fulfilled the group 
definition were not sent questionnaires, as 11 reported that music was not taught at 
their school, while five could not be contacted. 
 
The school’s email address, or individual educators’ email addresses, were obtained 
from participants and an email was forwarded, which included a brief description of 
the study, the participant information statement and a hyperlink to the web-based 
questionnaire. Other means of completion were also offered, including sending a 
hard copy of the questionnaire by fax or reply-paid mail, which some participants 
elected rather than receiving the email (see Appendix F).  
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During the telephone call to each school, coercion of potential participants did not 
occur, as each was provided with the same details regarding the study, and asked the 
same questions, including obtaining their permission to send a reminder email prior 
to the web-based questionnaire closing (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996). Open and axial 
coding were used to analyse the data provided by the open-ended questions and 
identify themes present, while basic quantitative data analysis methods were used to 
summarise the number of participants that responded to the scaled questions in a 
particular way (Ezzy, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  
 
Observations 
According to Burns (2000), “the basic ethnographic approach involves the 
observation, organisation and interpretation of data” (p. 404). Observation enables 
the researcher to record behaviour as it occurs and allow participants to go about 
their usual routine without being required to articulate their actions, which is 
particularly relevant when collecting data on students with disabilities (Burns, 2000).  
 
The observations at both case study schools were recorded through field notes and 
video recordings, enabling further analysis after each lesson. Appropriate consent 
was provided by both the educators and parents of the students involved in the study 
(Gall et al., 1996). The researcher adopted the role of non-participant observer, 
although to a degree, the non-participant observer is participating, as the setting is 
altered and often participants, particularly children, will respond differently when a 
unfamiliar adult is present (Burns, 2000; Phillips, 2008). However, as a non-
participant observer, the researcher is able to observe the lesson as a whole, noting 
different aspects of the lesson that may have not been evident if participating. The 
researcher also spent additional time with both classes, in the classroom and 
playground settings, to establish trust with each of the student participants (Burns, 
2000). 
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Interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each teacher involved in the dual 
case study at the conclusion of the four observed lessons (see Appendix G). A semi-
structured interview provides direction, but also allows flexibility, so that the 
participant can discuss in detail their own experiences (Burns, 2000). Additionally, 
Burns (2000) states that the participant has equal status to the researcher and 
therefore can use language natural to them, rather than trying to follow and 
understand the concepts of the study.  
 
Interviews with both educators participating in the case study were audio recorded, 
and approximately thirty minutes in length. The interviews provided the researcher 
with background information on each educator’s prior use of MLS and other 
programs, in addition to information on how they currently program for music and 
student responsiveness to their lessons. The interview also enabled the researcher to 
ask the educator to expand on responses from the questionnaire and discuss any 
documentation they have access to or have created for their class. During this time, 
the researcher also collected program documentation and further information on the 
abilities and needs of the students in each class. 
 
Triangulation 
Triangulation contributes to verification and validation of qualitative analysis, by 
using two or more methods of data collection, in the study of some aspect of human 
behaviour (Burns, 2000; Cohen et al., 2000). According to Burns (2000), this is 
achieved by “checking the consistency of findings generated by different data 
collection methods” (p. 419) in addition to checking the consistency of different data 
sources within the same method. Triangulation between methods was used in this 
study through multiple forms of data collection, including a questionnaire, 
observation and interviews (Cohen et al., 2000). Completing a dual case study and 
sending the questionnaire to a selection of settings provided multiple perspectives 
provided, enabling triangulation within methods (Burns, 2000; Cohen et al., 2000). 
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Analysis of Data 
Prior to analysing the data collected through interviews and observation, transcripts 
were made of the audio recordings of interviews conducted (Creswell, 2009). 
Grounded theory was adopted to analyse the data collected from this study (Strauss 
& Corbin, 1990). Interview and observation data were coded using open and axial 
coding to identify and organise themes (Ezzy, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The 
questionnaire was predominately analysed through similar methods to the interviews 
and observation. Open-ended questions were coded using open and axial coding, 
although some quantitative methods were used for scaled and close-ended questions, 
noting participants’ level of familiarity with MLS (Denscombe, 2007; Ezzy, 2002; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
 
Creswell (2009) encourages systematic coding in categories such as “codes on topics 
that readers would expect to find, based on the past literature” (p. 186), unusual 
codes of interest and codes that were of surprise and not anticipated to arise at the 
beginning of the study. While approximately 40 codes were defined, three themes 
that are central to the study arose. These themes are the experience of educators in 
regard to special education, music and Life Skills; programming and the teaching of 
lessons involving MLS; and as a result of the two prior themes, the responsiveness of 
students to these lessons. These themes and the research findings will be explored in 
the following chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Research Findings 
This study explored the implementation of the MLS content and outcomes in schools 
for students with intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders. A dual case 
study of two SSPs, including a semi-structured interview with each classroom 
teacher, in addition to a questionnaire where 29 of 48 participants responded from 
SSPs across NSW, provided qualitative and quantitative data for this study. The 
research findings are categorised into three main sections:  experience and 
perceptions of educators; programming and teaching strategies; and student 
responsiveness. Whilst the primary focus of this study is to discuss the 
implementation of MLS, it is also necessary to examine educators’ experience in 
special education and the responsiveness of students during lessons incorporating 
MLS so that the benefits and effectiveness of this program can be assessed. 
 
Experience and Perceptions of Educators 
Participants’ experience in special education varied substantially. Quantitative 
questionnaire data revealed that the 29 participants had been involved with teaching 
in SSPs for an average of 14 years, with the least experienced having taught for half 
a year, while the most experienced noted 30 years experience. Participants were 
chosen to complete the questionnaire provided that they currently use, or have used 
music in special education, which caters for but is not limited to secondary students, 
with an intellectual disability and/or developmental disorder. Results indicated that 
26 of the 29 participants have had experience teaching music as a KLA (Key 
Learning Area), while three use music in other activities such as ‘morning circle’, but 
do not have music allocated as a KLA.  
 
Musical Competency and Teaching Students with Special Needs 
Case studies were conducted in Marie’s class at Northcrest Special School, and in 
Cynthia’s class at Brunswick Road Special School2. It was evident when observing a 
series of four music lessons in each class that both educators demonstrated a degree 
                                                
2 To ensure anonymity of all participants and schools, pseudonyms have been used. 
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of musical competency. Examples of musical competency included singing, 
demonstrating how to play untuned percussion instruments, clapping to the beat of an 
accompanying recording, creating a variety of rhythmic ostinatos to be imitated by 
students, and dancing or moving to reflect the nature of the music.  
 
It is necessary to explore both participants’ previous experiences with music, prior to 
teaching special education, to establish their understanding of music education and 
understand how comfortable they are teaching music. Both educators reported to 
have musical experiences as children (through learning an instrument) but no longer 
play an instrument. 
Cynthia: As a child I played an instrument, but not very well… I couldn’t play 
it now if I wanted to. 
Marie: I had music lessons when I was in primary school. I started having 
piano lessons when I was seven until probably nine or 10, and then… 
I did cello… for two and a half years.  
Despite learning two instruments, in addition to completing music theory exams 
Marie does not feel particularly ‘knowledgeable’ in regard to ‘music theory’. While 
Cynthia has had 25 years of experience in special education, Marie has had eight 
years experience in disability services for both adults and children, in addition to two 
and a half years teaching special education. Both educators feel comfortable teaching 
music, however believe that some form of music training would be beneficial, 
especially for educators who have had little musical experience or do not like 
singing, for example. 
Marie: It would be nice to have some training… probably [on] the more 
theoretical side of things. 
 
The need for training, or further musical experience, before teaching MLS in SSPs, is 
emphasised by educators including Julie, the RFF (Release from Face to Face) 
teacher, librarian and facilitator of music programs at Lake View Special School.  
Julie: I’m not a music specialist … However I have a lot of teaching 
experience and have been a part of some excellent programs devised 
by some excellent musicians and communication experts (Personal 
communication, March 2, 2010). 
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By understanding music at a higher level, educators of students with special needs 
are able to devise a program suited to each student’s needs, by setting realistic 
expectations and teaching with confidence in their own musical ability. Despite 
Cynthia and Marie demonstrating similar musical competencies, each educator used 
particular musical abilities that they felt most confident with. For example, Cynthia 
feels comfortable singing and leading her class, most of whom are verbal and 
respond well to singing. Marie will often sing small phrases of songs for students in 
her class to listen and identify, as the class is predominately non-verbal.  
 
The qualifications of both Cynthia and Marie are directly related to their experience 
in special education (see Table 3). In addition to Marie’s qualifications as stated, she 
also completed behaviour management units regarding ‘Applied Behaviour Analysis’ 
(ABA) and ‘Behaviour Modification Techniques’ as part of a course associated with 
The University of Sydney, NSW.  
 
Table 3: Teacher Qualifications 
Teacher Qualifications 
Cynthia - Bachelor of Arts in Elementary Education (Rider University, New 
Jersey, USA) 
- Master of Education in Special Education (Trenton State University, 
New Jersey, USA) 
Marie - Bachelor of Education: Visual Arts major and Religious Education 
(Australian Catholic University, NSW, Australia) 
- Graduate Certificate in Special Education (Charles Sturt University, 
NSW, Australia) 
 
Cynthia has been teaching at Brunswick Road Special School for approximately 13 
years and has had experience with a range of music programs, including MLS, which 
was introduced into the Stage 6 curriculum from 1999 and Stage 4 and 5 curricula in 
2003. Marie has been teaching at Northcrest Special School for two and a half years 
and has always used MLS. Despite her qualifications in art education and preference 
to teach it as a KLA, Marie does not currently teach art. While Cynthia currently 
teaches five days a week and is responsible for teaching all KLAs, Marie teaches for 
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two days per week and shares her class with another teacher who is responsible for 
teaching other KLAs, including art.  
 
Although neither Cynthia or Marie were given a choice of which Creative Arts KLAs 
to teach, both feel confident teaching music in their current school. 
Cynthia: Because I like music and I enjoy doing it, I don’t find [teaching] it a 
threat. 
Marie: The first couple of terms at [Northcrest Special School] I was a bit 
like ‘how do I approach this?’ But now I’ve sort of got a method to 
it… but if I was to go say, to another school and have a different 
[student] ability level, I would feel that I would need a bit more 
support.  
It appears that the amount and level of experience in teaching music to students with 
special needs can influence an educator’s level of confidence in planning and 
implementing programs including MLS.  
 
Familiarity and Perceptions of Music Life Skills 
A five-point Likert scale was used to determine participants’ familiarity with MLS, 
with one being ‘not at all familiar’ and five being ‘very familiar’. Nine participants 
indicated that they were only somewhat familiar with MLS, while a further 14 were 
very familiar with the program. Interestingly, only four of 29 participants indicated 
that they were not at all familiar with MLS. However, one of these participants 
remarked that after completing the questionnaire they would investigate aspects of 
MLS and determine if it is transferable for use in music therapy. Of the 25 
participants who indicated some degree of familiarity, 13 stated that they have been 
familiar with MLS for more than three years.  
 
Of the 29 participants, 17 stated that they would be teaching music in 2010 using 
MLS. The reasons provided for using MLS could be defined into two categories: 
educator perceptions and school policy. Educator perceptions include the benefits of 
using this particular document, as described by the educator, such as one educator’s 
reason for using MLS in 2010: 
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It is very specific to the needs of my students and allows them to 
participate in the curriculum. It makes programming much easier 
(Participant #22). 
However, other participants simply remarked that they had ‘no other choice’ or 
referred to the school policy on using the documents: 
As a departmental school we follow the Life Skills syllabus in all Key 
Learning Areas (Participant #11). 
Most participants chose to reflect on their positive perceptions of the MLS outcomes, 
with few referring to school policy or alternatively both categories: 
Mandatory hours of study in music is a requirement of the School and 
Higher School Certificate awarded to our students… The documents 
are well suited to our SSP setting. I have heard the Stage 6 document 
is going to be replaced - I hope not as I find this document very 
workable for our senior students (Participant #08). 
The MLS Stages 4, 5 and 6, along with the K-6 Creative and Performing Arts 
curriculum were reported to be used by the 26 participants who have taught music as 
a KLA, although one participant stated previous use of the ‘Curriculum for Students 
with a Severe Intellectual Disability,’ which was introduced in NSW in 1988, while 
other participants stated that they have used, or still use their own devised programs, 
which they believe to be more suited to their students’ needs.  
 
Suitability of MLS for students with intellectual disabilities and/or developmental 
disorders is of foremost importance. Participants were asked to express their thoughts 
on how well MLS is suited to their students’ needs. Of 25 participants, eight stated 
that it was very suitable, suggesting reasons for this view including that it provides a 
broad range of outcomes that can be achieved by students with higher levels of 
disability, but it also ‘provides enough scope’ for the more able students in the class. 
A further 15 participants indicated that they felt it was suitable or only somewhat 
suitable, as it is broad enough for their students but requires improvements: 
The Life Skills are written in a way that is broad and covers anyone. I 
would prefer more rigour and accountability (Participant #14). 
Brunswick Road Special School teacher, Cynthia, further emphasised this notion, 
although when asked if all outcomes were achievable, she explained that not all were 
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suitable for all students in her class, which results in implications for students with 
particularly high support needs or low ability. 
Cynthia: You wouldn’t be able to do [all the outcomes] and they wouldn’t be 
applicable to [the students in my class]. 
While no participants indicated that MLS was not at all suitable, two noted that it 
was not particularly suitable for their students. Marie, from Northcrest Special 
School, suggested that MLS is not necessarily suited to her students’ abilities: 
Marie: The outcomes of MLS are fairly general and do give a lot of room to 
program to cater to students’ needs, however they are not student-
centred. I personally feel teaching students with the level of disability 
which they have at my school, that I have to be very creative and 
make a lot of compromises in my teaching. Content seems to be a 
higher priority than the students.  
Marie’s class consists of students with severe intellectual disabilities and 
developmental disorders (refer to Table 1). Other participants who teach in a similar 
context also felt that MLS was not particularly suitable to their students needs: 
It seems to be aimed at students with mild to moderate intellectual 
disabilities – most of the students I teach have moderate to severe 
disabilities (Participant #24). 
Participants were asked to suggest how MLS could be improved so that it would suit 
the needs of their students. While several participants stated that they were happy 
with the current documents or did not know how it could be improved, many 
emphasised the need for further recognition of students with moderate to severe 
disabilities: 
Develop more outcomes for students who are functioning at a lower 
level with diverse and high support needs (Participant #19). 
However, of 26 participants, 20 stated that 100% of the students in their class 
required MLS, rather than the regular Stage 4 to 6 outcomes. Alternatively, music 
therapy outcomes were used for students in classes where not all students required 
MLS.  
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Programming and Teaching Strategies 
Programming using the MLS content and outcomes was explored in depth at both 
Northcrest Special School and Brunswick Road Special School, through individual 
interviews with Marie and Cynthia. Observations of each of their classes took place 
to consolidate the data collected from the interviews. Quantitative and qualitative 
data from questionnaires were also used to support the findings. 
 
Programming of Content and Outcomes 
Educators who teach students with special needs have reported various methods of 
programming using MLS content and outcomes. It is this versatility of the content 
and outcomes, and the educators themselves, which reflect the diverse student needs 
that can be catered for. Qualitative data collected from questionnaires and interviews 
suggest that a majority of educators program using MLS with content being of 
foremost importance: 
I use the unit plans and topics provided by the school, then design the 
content in line with the music therapy sessions to include rhythm 
work, movement and watching/listening to the music style nominated 
by the curriculum, e.g. Jazz (Participant #27). 
Meanwhile, other educators address the outcomes that are achievable for their class, 
and devise a varied program based on a specific theme: 
After assessing each student’s individual needs and abilities I choose 
outcomes that best suit their stage of development and physical 
ability. I write indicators that suit the student and what I want them to 
achieve. Content is embedded in other subject areas (e.g. listening to 
music from a certain country) as well as dedicated music sessions 
covering music appreciation, playing instruments, movement, and 
accessing music via adaptive technology such as switch activated CD 
players and computer programs (Participant #21). 
Both Marie and Cynthia plan their programs beginning with content, although are 
aware that several suitable outcomes should be achieved within each lesson. Due to 
the mixed ages and abilities of students in each class, Marie and Cynthia also 
program using Stage 3 from the K-6 Creative and Performing Arts Syllabus for some 
students. Additionally, Marie uses the Stage 6 MLS module for one student.  
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Marie: [I] program sessions so that there are opportunities for students to 
fulfil outcomes [and] try to plan activities that require some form of 
interaction from students that is reasonable and realistic.  
Cynthia indicated that content holds somewhat more importance when programming 
as she believes that the achievement of outcomes can be determined during, or at the 
end of a lesson.  
Cynthia: It’s more about the content over saying ‘well, I’m going to have them 
do this today so… I can tick that off,’ because in the end [the 
outcomes] tick off anyhow. 
Interestingly, while Marie’s school provided her with a specific topic for music, 
Cynthia used themes from other KLAs, resulting in a ‘cross-curriculum’ focus, 
which will be discussed further in this chapter. 
 
In order to create an effective and suitable program for each class, the school and 
BOS require documentation to demonstrate how and what each student is learning. 
IEPs present goals and indicators, as well as strategies to be used with each student, 
which are referred to during the planning process for MLS. In addition to this, 
various forms of data collection and programming notes are used, that are related 
specifically to the music program for each term. Outcomes, or ‘desired results’ must 
be noted, along with details about assessment requirements and examples of learning 
experiences. Northcrest Special School also requires an outline of what content is 
going to be implemented in each week of the term and the resources needed for the 
activities to take place (see Appendix A3). Examples of programming notes were also 
provided by Julie from Lake View Special School (see Appendix B4). 
 
To enable clear articulation of the MLS content and the outcomes to be achieved 
during each term in these programming documents, educators have a method of 
planning and collecting resources.  
Marie: One of the first things I do is… think about the group I am teaching 
to… and I thought ok, I want songs… that they can easily relate to. I 
                                                
3 Permission provided by Marie to use selected programming notes on 12th July 2010. 
4 Permission provided by Julie to use selected programming notes on 6th May 2010. 
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brought in more for Ben’s benefit, a range of different types of 
Australian music… more modern music, just to give them exposure to 
that sort of music.  
Marie’s inclusion of Ben’s preference of music when programming ensures that 
students in her class will receive an individualised program (refer to Table 1).  
Similarly, Cynthia ensures that she is familiar with the content and activities, such as 
Auslan or Makaton signing (Johnston, 2007; The Makaton Charity, 2010), and that 
all resources are available before programming the lessons. 
Cynthia: Sometimes I will research something for myself, especially when we 
do the song signing. I’ve got to check all the signs and make sure I 
know what [the students] are doing and get the music.  
A student-centred approach to programming is popular among educators teaching 
music to students with special needs, and proves to be beneficial. Marie and Cynthia 
have chosen to accommodate the individual and diverse needs of the students in their 
class, by including different activities to suit each student. The use of signing in 
Cynthia’s music lessons enables several students, in particular Max, to communicate 
more effectively and students like Bradley, to improve their fine motor skills (refer to 
Table 2).  
 
The accommodation of individual student needs can be somewhat difficult in a 
program that aims to achieve musical goals. All 10 of the Stage 4 and 5 MLS 
outcomes could be defined as musical goals, or having the student achieve forms of 
music appreciation. A concern voiced by several participants was the need for non-
musical goals to be recognised as an essential part of the program. Non-musical 
goals including communication skills, turn taking, demonstrating choice and building 
self-confidence as a result of MLS, were revealed in questionnaire and interview 
data, and particularly during observations.  
 
The concept of teaching music, particularly using the outcomes of MLS, appeals to 
most, as it appears to benefit most students. 
Cynthia: It’s non-threatening and… [students] can passively participate… 
There’s no right or wrong. 
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Through observation of a series of Cynthia’s music lessons, it was evident that a 
large number of music-related goals were achieved during each lesson. Non-musical 
goals are also emphasised, although they are not as integral to the lessons as they are 
in Marie’s lessons. This is partially due to the overall higher level of functioning of 
students in Cynthia’s class. Marie shares Cynthia’s view of music as an accessible 
form of communication and enjoyment, although also feels strongly about the 
importance of non-musical goals during lessons involving MLS. 
Marie: [MLS needs to be] more centred on the needs of the student and their 
disability and how it affects them. [It is] very difficult to expect one 
syllabus to cover the many individuals who are educated with Life 
Skills. [MLS] needs to be shaped to fit [the students], as it is an 
impossible task to mould students to the requirements of the syllabus.  
Throughout observation at Northcrest Special School, it was evident that Marie used 
a variety of resources to ensure each student’s non-musical goals and musical goals 
were being addressed, often simultaneously. However, at some points throughout the 
series of lessons that were observed, particular students found it difficult to 
participate in activities that achieved musical goals, such as hitting a drum to the beat 
of the music being played from a CD. At this time, despite the musical outcome not 
being achieved, Marie would ensure that a non-musical goal had been practised, such 
as demonstrating a choice of which percussion instrument to play.   
 
Resources and Support Materials  
In addition to the syllabus documents containing MLS content and outcomes, the 
BOS has also released a variety of support documents that can be accessed online 
(Board of Studies, 2004, 2006, 2007a, 2007b, 2009b). These documents include 
examples of programs, along with further explanation of MLS and how to achieve 
selected outcomes. Furthermore, the documents are available at no cost, which many 
participants suggested was necessary for assisting them in successful implementation 
of MLS.  
 
However, due to many educators not being aware of the availability of these support 
documents, when a question regarding the amount of MLS resources was posed, six 
of 26 questionnaire participants stated that there were not enough resources available 
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and overwhelmingly, 15 participants indicated that only limited resources were 
available. Only five found that there were many resources they could access. 
Furthermore, when asked what resources they thought were needed to assist in 
effectively programming using MLS, many responded that they were not aware of 
any online BOS documents, and felt the need for support documents available for 
download, in addition to musical resources for their school: 
[I] would like to see a lot more affordable access to musical resources. 
We are a small school with very limited funding and experience in the 
musical arts, so some quick and easy resources we could download 
would be beneficial (Participant #20). 
 
Most commonly, participants requested example lesson content, but also remarked 
that the usefulness of the resources would depend on the students’ level of disability, 
resulting in some of the support documents already available being deemed useless. 
Marie also suggested the need for specialised training, more examples of 
programming and additionally emphasised the importance of research, such as this 
study, on teaching using MLS to special needs students. 
Marie: More training from specialised sources, examples of successful 
programs… [and] information from research based on teaching 
special needs students. 
Other educators were satisfied with the amount of resources available and suggested 
that professional development and sharing of resources within their school assisted 
their programming: 
Our staff are very good at supporting and sharing when new or 
relevant, usable resources are found (Participant #08). 
 
Questionnaire data confirmed that many participants had not yet accessed the online 
BOS support documents. Of the 29 participants who answered a question based on 
how often they access the BOS MLS online documents, 23 indicated that they rarely 
or never access the documents. A total of six participants have used the documents, 
two of which stated that they use them often, although no participants indicated that 
they use the BOS online support documents very often.  
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Being unaware of the BOS MLS online support documents was one reason why the 
participants did not use these resources, although other reasons included that they are 
too difficult to find or are not useful for particular contexts. While half of the 20 
participants who chose to answer the question found the documents easy or very easy 
to locate, the remaining 10 participants indicated that they found the documents 
relatively difficult to locate. Of 21 participants, 10 stated that the BOS MLS online 
support documents were only somewhat useful for their programming, while seven 
indicated that the resources that they located were not at all useful or only slightly 
useful in their contexts. Only four indicated that the support documents that they 
have located and use are particularly useful for programming. Data also revealed that 
several participants were unaware of the availability of the BOS support documents 
prior to answering questions regarding these documents. However, after completion 
of the questionnaire, these participants indicated that they would attempt to locate 
these resources for use when programming. 
 
Implementation of Music Life Skills in the Music Classroom 
Within the music classroom, MLS content can be expressed in a variety of ways. 
Depending on available resources and the time allocated to teach music, a range of 
learning experiences can be used, including whole school music sessions, listening 
and performing, and learning the music of another culture, such as African 
drumming lessons. According to questionnaire data, most participants taught two 30-
minute music lessons each week. However, music therapy sessions were also often 
used to achieve outcomes, therefore adding an additional 30 minutes or one hour of 
music per week.  
 
Cynthia usually teaches music twice a week, while Marie teaches one or two music 
lessons each week, with students also engaging in a music therapy session with a 
qualified music therapist once per week. During the four lessons observed at 
Brunswick Road Special School, Cynthia used a variety of learning experiences that 
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she had devised and planned (see Appendix C5). During the first observed lesson, it 
was evident that prior learning and reference to past experiences, both in the music 
classroom and in other classes, played a significant role in student involvement in the 
lesson. Students engaged in a range of listening and performing activities, 
demonstrating familiarity with the music and percussion instruments that they 
played, with many achieving approximately five MLS outcomes during each lesson, 
as observed and determined by the researcher. All students also demonstrated non-
musical goals, such as turn taking and choice, at various stages during the lesson.  
 
In the following weeks Cynthia demonstrated a variety of activities that allowed each 
student to achieve up to eight outcomes per lesson. Most students in this class are 
receptive to change and new activities, which enabled Cynthia to teach a diverse 
range of music and complete several unrelated activities.  Resources such as CDs and 
DVDs, percussion instruments and a parachute, were used during music lessons in 
the classroom and playground. At all times, a teacher’s aide was also present to assist 
students with their learning and completion of activities. Throughout the four 
lessons, all students were provided with opportunities to listen to, perform, improvise 
and move to music, enabling a well-rounded musical experience. 
 
To effectively teach the prepared, yet diverse, content, Cynthia structured each 
lesson so that there was a clear introduction, followed by activities and a conclusion, 
which often included students recalling facts about the music, or discussing likes and 
dislikes about particular instruments or songs. During each lesson, Cynthia would 
use teaching strategies such as questioning, obtaining eye contact, individual and 
group instruction, repetition of instructions, encouragement, correction and 
demonstration, to ensure all students were involved and achieving the task to the best 
of their ability. Expressing musical goals through movement, such as reaching 
toward the ground when singing low and raising hands when singing higher, was 
also evident throughout the observed lessons. This enabled students to associate the 
                                                
5 Permission provided by Cynthia to use selected programming notes on 6th May 2010. 
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actions with meaning, therefore understanding the activity to some degree, without 
being explicitly told. 
 
Previous experiences, relating content to other school activities and student 
preference, were also demonstrated in the four lessons observed at Northcrest Special 
School. However, the linking of prior learning from lesson to lesson became more 
evident as the weeks progressed, as in three of the four lessons, the same CD and 
accompanying resources were used. This appeared to be particularly beneficial for 
the students in Marie’s class, who have severe intellectual disabilities and 
developmental disorders. The structure of each lesson remained similar, which 
allowed students to feel comfortable and familiar with the content being taught, 
providing them with opportunities to achieve a variety of outcomes.  
 
Up to six outcomes were achieved by students during each lesson, although this was 
dependent on how much individual and group instruction occurred. Due to the 
challenging behaviours of some students in Marie’s class, during one lesson in 
particular, the teaching of music content was limited, however a selection of non-
musical goals were achieved. Resources used by Marie included CDs, instruments 
and laminated picture cards with Velcro backing (which could be put on a felt board 
in the room to indicate choice of music). Similarly to Cynthia’s class, a teacher’s 
aide was present to assist with individual instruction and assistance to achieve 
activities set by the teacher.  
 
Despite three of the four students being non-verbal, Marie utilised questioning, along 
with other teaching strategies such as individual and group instruction, 
encouragement and praise, association of pictures and music, obtaining eye contact, 
repetition and demonstration, to enable students to achieve both music appreciation 
and non-music goals. In particular, communication skills were emphasised 
throughout each lesson, and activities were altered and exceptions made if one 
student was having difficulty with a task, so that they would achieve a non-musical 
goal. A well-rounded musical experience was also provided for students in Marie’s 
class, allowing students to participate in listening, performing, improvising and 
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movement activities. Questionnaire responses also addressed the need for particular 
teaching strategies, with one stating: 
You need a lot of enthusiasm and energy. You need to do a lot of 
repetition for students to become familiar with music chosen, chants 
taught, beats [and] rhythms [used], using for example, echo clapping. 
You also have to change activities at least two or three times in a 
lesson as keeping the students focused can be [a] challenge. We also 
do a lot of activities in a circle to keep all students concentrating on 
[the] activity (Participant #15). 
 
Assessment and Reporting 
All assessment of students in both Cynthia and Marie’s classes occurs through 
observation. During each lesson, both teachers observed the level of participation of 
each student and which outcomes were being achieved. An important aspect of the 
achievement of MLS outcomes is whether they have been achieved with or without 
assistance from the teacher or teacher’s aide. If a student requires assistance holding 
a drum stick and beating it in time with the music, such as ‘hand-over-hand’, 
teachers can note this as completion with assistance of music outcome, “LS.1: uses 
movement, vocalisation or instruments to respond to a range of music” (Board of 
Studies, 2003, p. 40). The student can then be encouraged to complete this task 
without assistance in future lessons.  
 
Evidence of learning is required to illustrate each student’s participation in lessons 
using MLS. Documenting student achievement and understanding after each lesson 
is essential so that future lessons and units of work can be programmed to best 
benefit the student’s needs. Marie and Cynthia provide opportunities towards the end 
of each lesson for the students to demonstrate what they had learnt. Additionally, 
Marie made a point of noting what song choices each student had made during the 
lesson, so that these could be compared to choices made in future lessons. This 
resulted in Marie determining if just the non-musical goal of ‘choice’ was being 
achieved, if the student was making an informed decision based on what music they 
knew related to the picture, therefore achieving a musical goal and a specific MLS 
outcome, or if the student just picked a picture at random.  
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Marie: We keep notes from lesson to lesson as to how they responded… We 
take anecdotal records and then I’m also looking for other things, 
like… their responsiveness to me. 
These notes are then compared with each student’s IEP to ensure that the student’s 
individual goals for that term are being reached. Although assessment of students 
with special needs is possible, it becomes difficult to accurately measure the specific 
level of each student in the class when their needs and abilities are so diverse. 
 
Achievement of Outcomes in Other Facets of School Life 
Students can also achieve MLS outcomes in other areas of school life, such as 
participation in assembly, music therapy sessions or other KLAs. Of 29 participants, 
26 discussed other facets of school life where they believe their students are 
achieving MLS outcomes. A total of 23 participants indicated that students achieve 
MLS outcomes during school performances and school assembly. School 
performances often take place in collaboration with local schools or as private 
performances for parents and friends. Cynthia and other staff from Brunswick Road 
Special School regularly organise dances to be included for these performances. 
Cynthia: We’ve taught the students a dance routine that they’ve performed on 
stage in front of four or five hundred people [at local performance 
venues] and also at school to all the parents.  
School assemblies also provide students with opportunities to respond to music such 
as standing when the music to the Australian National Anthem starts. 
 
Furthermore, 15 participants indicated that music therapy also provided opportunities 
to achieve MLS outcomes. Although schools such as Brunswick Road Special 
School, are no longer able to employ a music therapist, Cynthia believes that it is 
possible to achieve all the outcomes that are suitable for her students during her own 
music lesson time and in other school activities. Six participants reported that band 
or choir participation were available at their school, while only four indicated that 
learning an instrument was available for students to achieve more outcomes.  
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Participants also suggested other KLAs and areas of school life where they felt the 
MLS outcomes were being completed, including small group performances and 
fundraising opportunities: 
I take varying groups of students to perform at assemblies at 
mainstream schools - and my students love that! We also perform at 
some Old Age Residential care places. We also perform at our 
fundraising ball every year and our fundraising ladies lunch every 
year. We have also been asked to perform at other fundraising events, 
such as the [local] shopping centre fashion show (Participant #15). 
Other participants stated that students also engage in music to achieve additional 
MLS outcomes, such as during library sessions (for example, playing ‘Singstar’ on a 
Playstation console); ‘morning circle’ or welcoming songs prior to class starting; 
dance practices or dance groups; recess and lunchtime when they are able to listen to 
a range of pop music by choice; and also during ‘free choice’ time in class, which 
was demonstrated in Cynthia’s class. Following the conclusion of one music lesson, 
Cynthia gave students the option of ‘free choice’ for approximately fifteen minutes 
before the end of day bell rang. Of the six students present, five immediately 
requested the music of a dance they had been practising for an upcoming school 
performance. 
 
A significant number of KLAs other than music provide opportunities for students to 
achieve MLS outcomes, including mathematics, where counting beats and singing 
games can be used; English, where rhymes, as well as reading the lyrics of songs are 
used; personal development and health, where music is used in behavioural 
management; physical education, including dance, movement and hydrotherapy; 
science, where music technology is studied; as well as in history and languages. 
 
Through observations at Northcrest Special School and Brunswick Road Special 
School, in addition to data collected from questionnaires, it was evident that other 
KLAs were used during music lessons, resulting in cross-curriculum content. For 
example, during one of Cynthia’s music lessons, the students were given two claves 
each, and the total number of these handed out was counted. At the end of the lesson, 
students were asked to return the claves, one at a time, counting from one to sixteen 
as each was returned. Cynthia then asked the class how many claves had been 
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returned as opposed to how many were handed out, making students aware of basic 
addition and subtraction.  
 
Student Responsiveness  
Student responsiveness to MLS content is dependent on the individual ability of each 
student and their learning context. The intellectual disability and/or developmental 
disorder that the student has can also affect their willingness to participate, due to 
aspects of their disorder such as noise-sensitivity. The level of student 
responsiveness can also be linked to how well the educator programs a series of 
lessons and how each lesson is presented.  
 
Individual Student Needs and the Benefits of Music  
There is a diverse range of student needs within a special education classroom. 
Despite Marie’s class having only four students, and Cynthia’s consisting of seven 
students, each student has a different level of intellectual disability and/or 
developmental disorder, which needed to be acknowledged and catered for, so that 
learning could occur.  
 
Marie has found music lessons to be particularly beneficial for three of the four 
students in the class. Belinda and Christopher, two of the three students who appear 
to benefit during music lessons, function at a similar level as they both have 
Angelman Syndrome, a developmental disorder, and are both non-verbal. Music has 
been an opportunity for these students to demonstrate improvement in 
communication skills and an enjoyment of music. 
Marie: A student like Belinda… it’s an opportunity for her [to learn] skills… 
like taking turns, which is very hard for Belinda and Christopher… an 
aspect of those with Angelman’s that is difficult, is that they want 
things straight away.  
While Belinda and Christopher achieved musical and non-musical goals at a lower 
level, Ben, the third student in the class who reacts positively to music lessons, is at a 
‘whole different level’ as described by Marie. Ben has Cerebral Palsy and a moderate 
to severe intellectual disability, which results in him having only some verbal ability. 
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It is evident that he thoroughly enjoys music, is mostly willing to participate in a 
range of activities and can complete more difficult tasks.  
Marie: I feel that [music] is an area that [Ben’s] got talent in and I think it 
would be interesting if he was able to have some individual music 
lessons and just see what he was capable of doing, because with the 
other students, I’m just trying to get them to respond to the music, 
whereas Ben can respond and he can keep time. 
With three of the four students in Marie’s class responding well to music, but at 
different levels and with different goals, it is difficult to accommodate for each 
student. This is made somewhat more challenging with the fourth student, Nick, who 
is also non-verbal, but has a milder, yet still moderate to severe intellectual disability, 
although experiencing noise-sensitivity due to his Autism Spectrum Disorder.  
Marie: With Nick… I’m not sure whether he can cope with the noisiness, like 
the percussion instruments… I don’t know if there’s a different 
approach… on occasion, he will get involved in, you know, the 
atmosphere of everything. 
Although Marie feels that music benefits all the students to some degree, as it is 
accessible to all, regardless of their level of intellectual disability, she finds that it is 
confusing and overwhelming for some students and therefore the MLS outcomes 
may not necessarily suit all students. 
Marie: [MLS] is fairly general and so it is adaptable… but once you have the 
level that say Belinda, Christopher and Nick are at, I think that there 
are other needs that have a higher priority than achieving the 
outcomes. I can see how… it’s also serving students that are in… the 
high school situation that can’t reach the level of those academic 
music subjects, so they need something, so Life Skills is catering to 
them and then catering to my students. There’s a very big range there. 
The view that music is beneficial and that students achieve a range of goals when 
MLS is implemented, even though it may not be suitable, is emphasised: 
[The students] respond very positively but it is not because of the way 
the syllabus is written (Participant #14). 
 
Cynthia is also aware of the benefits of music and feels comfortable teaching a 
variety of KLAs and activities using music. On most days, the majority of her class 
are extremely receptive to music lessons. 
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Cynthia: Students with disabilities respond exceedingly well to lessons 
involving music therapy, songs, movement or actions. Music can be 
used to teach across the curriculum… it gets their attention and maybe 
puts them in a better frame of mind. 
While most of the students in her class thoroughly enjoy music and can adequately 
respond to a range of musical activities, some student’s needs are higher than others, 
for example Max, who is non-verbal and has a moderate intellectual disability. 
Cynthia: [Max] doesn’t speak, but he’s starting to respond a bit more… he’s 
learning his signs and he’s learning to participate more.  
Bradley is another student who can become easily distracted and finds it difficult to 
participate due to his moderate intellectual disability. Although he is verbal, he has 
difficulty with his fine motor skills, which can be partially addressed using music. 
Cynthia: [Using the signing] helps Bradley with his fine motor… Learning to 
use the signs [and] learning to play the instruments all helps his fine 
motor development.  
The remaining five students in Cynthia’s class, Jessica, Nadia, Alex, Lachlan and 
Lisa, all have varying levels of intellectual disability, while some also have 
developmental disorders, however, they generally responded when prompted and 
within each lesson are able to achieve a variety of musical goals and MLS outcomes.  
 
Participation and Means of Achievement 
In both Marie and Cynthia’s classes, all students participated to some degree and 
demonstrated both positive and negative responses during the music lessons. 
Overwhelmingly, 84% of questionnaire participants felt that students at least 
somewhat positively or very positively responded to MLS. Of 25 participants, only 
four found their students’ responsiveness to not be positive. 
 
When asked how their students respond to MLS, participants discussed a wide range 
of musical activities that students can complete, including dancing, singing, listening, 
chanting, body percussion, playing xylophones, drums and percussion instruments. 
Other participants also noted the way in which the students respond: 
They achieve the minimal required outcomes through one to one staff 
support with the relevant adaptations (Participant #19). 
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Another participant noted the role of the MLS content, opposed to the benefits of 
music in general: 
While they initially respond to any music, structuring lessons around 
syllabus outcomes focuses their response (Participant #25). 
 
During observations of Marie’s class and Cynthia’s class, positive responsiveness 
was indicated through facial expressions, particularly by non-verbal students, 
although all students demonstrated a positive response to an activity at some point 
during the series of four music lessons. Positive facial expressions, such as smiling, 
were often accompanied by laughter or body movement, such as clapping, raising 
arms and shaking. Verbal students also responded positively to particular tasks by 
expressing their excitement by pronouncing “yay!” or “yes!” or even discussing their 
level of enjoyment to the student next to them. Positive responsiveness was also 
gauged by the level of participation the student demonstrated. For example, if the 
student continued to make eye contact with the teacher and attempted to complete the 
activity. Often, positive responsiveness would be followed by praise and 
encouragement from either the teacher or teacher’s aide. During stages of positive 
responsiveness, several students would engage in student interactions, such as talking 
to the student next to them about the activity, making eye contact with another 
student or moving towards other students to play the instruments in a similar way.  
 
In contrast, negative responsiveness was often indicated foremost by verbalisation or 
making noises such as whimpering. While negative responsiveness occurred 
somewhat less than positive responsiveness, verbal students would still indicate if 
they were not interested in completing an activity or listening to a song. Simple 
verbal reactions such as “no” and questioning the teacher in a negative tone of voice 
when asked to repeat the actions to a song were used to indicate a negative response. 
Physical movements such as using their hands to push away a percussion instrument 
were also demonstrated. Not attempting to complete the activity by sitting still when 
the other students were standing and moving, looking the other way or not being 
present in the room by choice, all indicated levels of negative responsiveness to the 
music lesson. 
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Students can achieve any of the MLS outcomes with or without assistance from a 
teacher or teacher’s aide. Many students were able to achieve outcomes without 
assistance, although more difficult outcomes (such as responding to a piece of music 
by playing a percussion instrument and keeping a beat) required some form of 
assistance. Usually, the teacher or teacher’s aide would state instructions or 
demonstrate what they wanted the student to do, and if the student was having 
difficulty, they may use ‘hand-over-hand’ to show the student the feel of hitting the 
beat on the drum for example. When the teacher or teacher’s aide feels that the 
student is capable of completing the task to a satisfactory level, they would allow the 
student to attempt the activity by him or herself again, under supervision.  
 
During each music lesson, Marie and Cynthia observed students that needed 
additional assistance and attended to them, while still allowing them to attempt the 
activity to the best of their ability. Furthermore, completing an activity with 
assistance is not limited to physical activities such as playing a drum or signing. For 
example, towards the end of each lesson in Cynthia’s class, students would be asked 
to answer a question, such as “which instrument did you like playing the best?” and 
students would either point to the instrument or say its name if they could. Under 
pressure, Nadia finds verbalising difficult, so if she chose to point to the tambourine, 
Cynthia would assist with her answer by sounding out the word ‘tambourine’ while 
Nadia responded. Allowing students to complete the MLS outcomes with or without 
assistance enables them to experience a wider range of activities and achieve a larger 
amount of outcomes during each lesson. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
This study explored the implementation of MLS in SSPs that cater for students with 
intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders. The contribution of this 
study to the limited body of literature available on MLS was a key motivator for 
conducting research in this field. The research design consisted of a dual case study, 
including observations and interviews at two SSPs, in addition to collecting 
questionnaire data from 29 educators in NSW involved in special education and 
teaching music.  
 
Summary of Research Findings 
Three themes arose from the qualitative and quantitative data collected during this 
study: experience and perceptions of educators, programming and teaching 
strategies, and student responsiveness. These themes identified the need for 
evaluation of MLS from a variety of perspectives and also enabled reflection on 
methods of implementation. 
 
Experience and Perceptions of Educators 
Participants’ experience in special education and their musical experiences varied 
substantially, along with their familiarity and perceptions of MLS. Concerns of these 
educators, regarding MLS and its implementation, included their level of musical 
competency and understanding, in addition to the lack of training and resources 
available to successfully implement an appropriate program. These issues are 
addressed in the literature, specifically the National Review of Music Education, 
which suggests that there are gaps in some Australian music education documents in 
regard to students with special needs, and furthermore states that “effective teacher 
education is essential” (Pascoe et al., 2005, p. vi). Educators who taught students 
with more severe intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders felt that 
MLS was less suited to their students’ needs, while some educators expressed the 
notion that the outcomes were of such a broad nature that they would be completed 
provided that some form of music education took place (Board of Studies, 2003; 
Darrow, 1999). 
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Programming and Teaching Strategies 
A selection of programming methods were reported by participants. Some choose to 
create a program around a topic provided by the school, while others focused on the 
achievement of MLS outcomes, with reference to both musical and non-music 
related goals. IEPs and the option to have students achieve the outcomes with or 
without assistance proved to be beneficial for both educators and students, allowing a 
student-centred program to be devised. Music was also seen as a beneficial KLA to 
be enjoyed by a majority of students, as supported by the literature (Adamek & 
Darrow, 2008; Delaney, 2000; Ockelford, 2008). 
 
The concept of a cross-curriculum focus was also discussed, with many educators not 
only including other content, such as mathematics and counting songs, in their music 
lessons, but also utilising the suggestions of MLS to achieve the outcomes in other 
facets of school life (Board of Studies, 2003, 2009a). Observation and note taking 
following each lesson, and the subsequent comparison of these to previous lessons 
enabled assessment of student achievement.  
 
Student Responsiveness 
As referred to in the literature, and apparent in both case studies during observations, 
a student’s responsiveness to a lesson using MLS content can vary depending on the 
severity of their disability and aspects of their developmental disorder, such as noise 
sensitivity (Adamek & Darrow, 2008; Perry, 1995). While some students responded 
positively to music lessons by following instructions and indicating enjoyment 
through smiling or laughing, others found the noise overwhelming and found some 
tasks too difficult. Differing levels of students’ musical ability within each class 
resulted in educators creating a program that accommodates for those who have 
difficulty in music, as well as students who display levels of musical proficiency. 
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Implications for Special Education 
As the movement of inclusion becomes more prominent, educators in both regular 
classrooms and segregated settings will require greater awareness and understanding 
of special needs music education. In particular, pre-service educators obtaining 
qualifications in either music education or special education should be aware of 
students with intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders that may be 
present in their class, and become knowledgeable about how to implement a suitable 
music program and assess a student’s achievement (VanWeelden & Whipple, 2007). 
A greater focus is required on the presence of music education in SSPs, which is 
often mistaken for music therapy (as discussed in the literature), resulting in a failure 
to provide educators who are not trained in music education in this setting with 
enough training and resources, resulting in limitations on student learning (Adamek 
& Darrow, 2008; Langan, 2009). 
 
Recommendations for Further Research 
Due to the limitations of this dual case study and the limited body of literature 
available regarding MLS, further research on the implementation of MLS in a variety 
of contexts would be beneficial for both educators and students. Observing the 
implementation of MLS at a selection of SSPs for a longer duration would provide 
further details of how educators implement a series of lessons on a particular topic, 
and the activities they devise to encourage the completion of both music and non-
music related outcomes.  
 
As this study specifically looked at the implementation of MLS in SSPs that cater for 
students with intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders, it would be of 
interest to explore how programs are devised in SSPs for students with physical 
disabilities and high support needs. Additionally, secondary schools in NSW that 
practice inclusion or offer support units for students with a range of special needs 
could be the focus of future research, as inclusion continues to become widely 
accepted and utilised (Foreman, 2008). A study of this nature would be particularly 
beneficial for music educators who are required to program using the Life Skills 
46 
component or module of the syllabus, in addition to the regular Stage 4 and 5, or 
Stage 6 syllabus. 
 
Furthermore, this study analysed the perceptions of educators who are already 
involved in special education and music. It would be beneficial to conduct a study 
that explores the awareness and perceptions of pre-service music educators, who will 
potentially have students with special needs in their primary and secondary music 
classes. Links between the outcomes achieved in music therapy programs and MLS 
could offer suggestions to both music teachers and music therapists in regard to 
successful implementation (Adamek & Darrow, 2008; Langan, 2009). A larger 
sample, potentially across all states and territories of Australia, looking at the 
availability of other curricula that cater for students with special needs would provide 
a comparison of these programs in a wide variety of contexts.  
 
Conclusion 
There is a continual need for research regarding MLS and its implementation. This 
study supports findings that music education is beneficial for a large number of 
students with intellectual disabilities and/or developmental disorders, and that 
education should be available to all students through programs such as MLS. The 
research findings of this study have contributed to the limited body of literature 
available, however further research is required to provide awareness and a deeper 
understanding of MLS, so that students with disabilities benefit from its 
implementation.  
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